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THE BOYHOOD OF DAVID. 



By Rev. O. P. Gifford, D.D., 
Buffalo, N. Y. 



Every web is made up of two sets of threads, warp and woof; 
the interweaving of these two gives substance and pattern. The 
web depends for its value upon the quality and color of the 
thread and the skill in weaving. In choice cloths we lose sight 
of the thread in the web and of the color in the pattern; the 
new product attracts our attention 

Every human life is a web made up of two sets of threads, 
hereditv and environment, ancestry and surroundings ; the 
result is a new personality. When this is strong and clear we 
think little of the forces that blend to make it. Weak men 
over-emphasize ancestry or surroundings, and remind you of one 
or the other at every turn ; strong men so blend the two in a 
new personality as to lose both and present a new product. 
David was a great man ; in him ancestry and surroundings so- 
blended that we must study carefully to find traces of both, so 
blended as to give us one of the masters of men. 

Of David's mother nothing is known. Her origin and name 
are behind a veil, as her face used to be. Eastern history is 
written bv men ; the feminine gender is not emphasized as in the 
West. David's father was Jesse of Bethlehem, the chief man of 
the town ; it was probably honor enough for her to be married to 
the sheik of the village ; her humble name and ancestry were 
lost in his larger life. On his father side David was of mixed 
blood ; the red currents of Canaan and Moab mingled with the 
blood of Judah. The mountains of Moab had a claim on the 
boy; the traditions of the country and folk beyond Jordan were 
wrought into his mind by teaching in the home. " Blood will 
tell" in brute or man; the family memory of the beautiful 
woman driven to the fields of Boaz by the famine was a part of 

433 



434 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

David's life. We can see the lad leaning against his father's 
knee, amid the gathering shadows, being taught the law of 
Moses, the traditions of the flood, the wanderings of Abraham, 
the creation, and mingling with them the story of Boaz and 
Ruth ; we can see the lad gazing eagerly across the river toward 
the purple hills of Moab, and reliving in imagination the life of 
his father's folk beyond the Jordan. When driven forth by Saul 
he turns naturally to the king of Moab for shelter. His ancestry 
broadened his sympathies, widened his horizon, enlarged his 
life. 

The name David — beloved — is an open window into the 
family life. He was the youngest of ten children, a son of Jesse's 
old age. After the daughters and older sons had passed out of 
youth, this boy was laid in the arms of age to cheer and comfort. 
He was a sort of Indian summer in the year of Jesse's life, gath- 
ering in the warmth of his love. As the youngest son, we doubt 
not the older boys slighted and bothered him some. Human 
nature is a pretty constant quantity, but this would only drive 
him more often to the close shelter of a mother's love. 

David was born in Bethlehem of Judea. The little town is 
much the same today as in David's time. "Six miles from 
Jerusalem and three hundred feet above it is Bethlehem. Like 
Jerusalem, it forms a sort of peninsula, clinging on one side to 
the mountains which surround it, and inaccessible on every side 
The well, certainly an ancient one, is outside the modern town, 
and around this all the public life of the place centered. By the 
well and beside the gate was the forum, the focus of social life 
in the East. Evening and morning the inhabitants gathered 
there, the flocks were brought to water by the shepherds, and 
the young girls, pitcher on shoulder, came to draw the water 
wanted for the house." (Stapfer.) 

The town was the center of the surrounding life. Jesse was 
a weaver of sacred carpets, and a keeper of sheep. The green 
slopes outside the walls gave rich pasturage to the white flocks. 
David was sent out to watch the sheep. It was a time of war; 
the older sons were in the camp. The tribes were slowly 
crystallizing into a kingdom under the pressure of enemies. Saul, 
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the son of Kish, was the center of the movement. The air was 
filled with conflicting rumors ; ever and again stories came to 
the quiet home among the hills of struggle, defeat, and victory. 
We who recall the struggle of the sixties, when we were too 




FIELD OF BOAZ, NEAR BETHLEHEM 

young to fight but old enough to share the fever of war, 
will remember how we read the papers, studied Harper's and 
Leslie's weeklies, built forts of snow and organized battles in 
the winter, and built gunboats and launched navies on brooks 
and lakes in the summer ; the one prayer of our young lives was 
that the war might last until we were old enough to enlist. The 
battle cloud hung heavy over homes far from the scenes of 
strife : the war was a part of our lives. 

David was a boy when a nation was being made ; he might 
watch the peaceful flocks, but to him they were organized armies; 
the forest by the pasture side was a hostile city, the lurking lion 
and bear a Philistine enemy. Imagination lifted the common- 
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place into the heroic, and transfigured the daily drudgery into 
valiant struggle. While the sheep eat, the shepherd fights ; he 
chooses the smoothest stones from the wayside brook, fits them 
carefully into his sling hurls them again and again into the 
clump of clustered bushes, slaying an imaginary enemy ; he 
creeps silently upon a sleeping foe ; the sheep pasture is a battle- 
field. Yonder out of the wood comes a lion ; with swift pace 
he seeks the flock, tears one from his fellows ; aflame with the 
war spirit the lad bounds after him, grapples with a national 
enemy, measures strength with a mighty foe, conquers, and fills 
the air with shouts of victory. A mountain bear sought the 
flock one day, seized a sheep, bore the prey to his lair ; hardly 
has he won his victory when David organizes an attack, rallies all 
his forces, conquers the enemy, saves the spoil, and again the 
woods ring with chants of praise, rude draughts of psalms that 
shall later stir a nation and voice the passion of the centuries. 
A chapter from Jacob's life shows us that the shepherd's life was 
hard and dangerous. When Jacob faced Laban and in a sentence 
told the history of twenty years, he gave a vivid picture of an 
eastern shepherd's life. "This twenty years have I been with 
thee ; thy ewes and thy she-goats have not cast their young, and 
the rams of thy flocks have I not eaten. That which was torn 
of beasts I brought not unto thee ; I bare the loss of it ; of my 
hand didst thou require it, whether stolen by day or stolen by 
night. Thus I was, in the day the drought consumed me, and 
the frost by night ; and my sleep departed from mine eyes. Thus 
have I been twenty years in thy house" (Gen. 31). The Great 
Shepherd pictures a shepherd's life in a parable and states it 
in a sentence, "The good shepherd giveth- his life for his 
sheep." The boy of Bethlehem was a shepherd, alert, active, 
courageous, quick of eye, lithe of limb, strong in struggle, trained 
in the use of the sling. 

When the ambition of his life was gratified, and his father 
sent him into camp with food for his brothers, he was thoroughly 
equipped for service ; the dream of youth had come real ; for 
sheep he saw men, for lions and bears a giant ; be had never 
feared a foe ; it was too late to learn ; the victory over the 
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Philistine was the natural fruit of cultivated powers ripening in 
the sunshine of opportunity. 

David was a poet as well as a warrior. When the sheep 
were safe he was wont to lie on his back studying the great 
pastures above with their white-fleeced flocks led by the Shep- 
herd of Israel ; night after night he studied their silent journeys 
following an unseen leader. He considered God's heavens, only 
to realize that their Maker was man's companion, mindful of 
him, visiting him. He, too, was one of God's flock, led into 
green pastures and beside still waters, guided in right paths for 
the sake of God's name; as he in turn led his flock for his own 
name's sake. His honor was at stake in caring for his flock, 
God's honor was at stake in caring for him. David would lose 
more than the sheep could, if through carelessness the lion 
triumphed; God would lose more than David could, if at the 
last the great enemy should get him from God's flock. "His 
name's sake " was God's reason for faithfulness. Yea, even in the 
valley of the shadow of death there is nothing to fear. So the 
lad's thoughts ran from earth to heaven, as of old angels 
ascended and descended on ladder of light when Jacob dreamed. 

The raw material for the Psalms was gathered in youth by 
the shepherd lad. In the stillness of the summer night, watch- 
ing bv the sleeping sheep, watching the sleepless stars, sheep of 
heaven, his soul opened to God, as the flowers opened to the 
sun, or the rivers to the inflowing tides of the sea, till he shared 
the color of God's life and surrendered to the mighty tides of 
the divine love. 

David did not travel widely ; his world was narrow, as we 
know the world, but it was high ; no earth-born cloud arose to 
hide God from his servant's eyes. As a boy he may not have 
been much with men, but he was much with God ; in later years, 
when he fell, caught by the swift current of human passion, the 
hand he had learned to love as a lad, caught and lifted him. 
From the well of memory, by the gate of youth, came the clear 
waters that quenched the thirst, quickened by the fever of sin. 
The parable of Nathan, the one ewe lamb, turned the soul of the 
king to God ; in the light of the simple story he saw again the 



438 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

fields of Bethlehem, struggled again for the lamb, the experience 
of youth compelled the repentance of manhood. Communion 
with God as the Great Shepherd taught him the sacredness of 
property rights in human life, when the claim was phrased in 
shepherd's terms. 

David was a musician, the minstrelsy of manhood was per- 
fected in youth. His one musical instrument was the kinnor, a 
small harp, shaped like the Greek delta, having eight or ten 
strings. A simple instrument, but quite sufficient for him who 
has music in his soul. 

David could say with Abt Vogler : 

" God has a few of us whom he whispers in the ear ; 
The rest may reason and welcome ; 'tis we musicians know." 

"But here is the finger of God, a flash of the will that can, 
Existent behind all laws, that made them and, lo, they are : 
And I know not if, save in this, such gift be allowed to man. 
All we have willed or hoped or dreamed of good shall exist ; 
Not its semblance but itself ; no beauty, nor good, nor power 
Whose voice has gone forth, but each survives for the melodist 
When eternity affirms the conception of an hour. 
The high that proved too high, the heroic for earth too hard, 
The passion that left the ground to lose itself in the sky, 
Are music sent up to God by the lover and the bard ; 
Enough that we heard it once, we shall hear it by and b}\" 

David's soul lay open to God as the Atlantic seacoast lies 
open to the mighty deep, the waves of harmony voiced them- 
selves on the white sand of a surrendered life. Music is the 
highest, fullest form of expression known ; we translate thought 
from one language to another, but music is a universal language. 
A single tune stands with America in one hand and Great 
Britain in the other. "My Country, 'tis of Thee," and "God 
Save the Queen," are both at home in the same tune. 

Some of the words of David's psalms are preserved, the 
music has perished. One never reads the marvelous story of 
the young musician's victory over Saul's madness without wish- 
ing for the harp and music that wrought the spell. The power 
to do came by doing ; genius, like fire, must be fed and fanned 
ere it comes to be a flame that defies control. The power that 
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freed Saul was cultivated through months of patient practice. 
While the sheep fed in silence about him, and the white clouds 
drifted from hilltop to hilltop above him, while the eagle 
floated between him and the clouds, he lay in a hollow and 
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poured out his soul through the harp, as the mountain spring 
sings out its life toward a wider, deeper channel between lips of 
stone. 

Seeing him thus pouring out his life in song, one can think 
of God bending over the surrendered soul and touching its 
chords to expression of divine harmonies. If he could under 
inspiration voice the thoughts of God in words, he might also, 
moved by the spirit, utter God's harmony in music. With gift 
of double utterance he spends the days and nights of boyhood 
keenly alive to the presence of God in hill and vale, in brook 
and star, in earth and bending sky ; far from the vice of camp 
and stain of city, he unfolded naturally the great gifts of God 
in his soul. 
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The turning point of his life came when he was about fifteen 
years of age. Samuel, the prophet-statesman, saw that Saul, the 
king, lacked moral fiber ; the intellect would soon follow the 
moral nature in its degradation, a successor must be chosen. 
The ritual expression of religion was suspended. Shiloh was 
without a sanctuary ; the ark rested in one spot, the tabernacle 
in another, the priest was resting, the prophet traveled from 
point to point holding court, punishing criminals, and perform- 
ing priestly functions. Samuel was the state in the highest 
meaning of that word. Saul wielded the sword, but Samuel con- 
trolled the conscience of Israel. On his journey Samuel came 
to Bethlehem, made his sacrifice on the altar, and called for the 
sons of Jesse. The older boys were ranged in line, but the soul 
of Samuel did not find the object of his search. One by one 
the seven sons, stalwart boys, passed before the seer, but his 
want was unmet. David is summoned from the sheep, instantly 
the prophet's heart goes out to the fair-faced, ruddy-haired strip- 
ling ; he pours the anointing oil on the bowed head and departs; 
but David can never be the same again. The soul of Joseph the 
dreamer matured in the light of his visions. The Master's life 
unfolded rapidly after the visit to the temple in Jerusalem ; David 
had been touched by the finger of the future, beckoned by the 
hand of duty to a larger life. He might go back to his sheep, 
might tune his harp, might struggle with the beasts of the forest, 
might watch the drifting clouds and the still stars, but life could 
never be the same to him again. As the white clouds in the 
west are piled into temples and palaces by invisible hands, suf- 
fused with golden light by the setting sun, so the commonest 
things of life would take shape under the forming fingers of that 
one act, the anointing mortgaged David to a great career, and 
every thought and deed must help to pay the interest on the 
mortgage. Victoria, of England, was never the same after she 
had learned her destiny ; a dignity of bearing, a sense of respon- 
sibility marked all the years of her youth after she had tasted 
the fruit of the knowledge of good. The Maid of Orleans was 
never the same after the visions and voices of Domremy. The 
knowledge of future greatness ripens great souls. 
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He was put to school at Ramah, where, among the young 
prophets, under the personal care of Samuel, he was taught the 
lessons that fit for kingly office and service. One king had been 
called from herding asses and crowned without training. Sam- 
uel had learned wisdom from bitter experience, the school must 
come between the flock and the throne. Samuel was a sunglass 
focusing the national law, traditions, hopes on the soul of the 
shepherd lad ; from school to field he passed, spending his vaca- 
tions in helpful service, his terms in careful study, developing a 
sound mind in a sound body, and a quick conscience with a 
warm heart. The anointing was doubtless a family secret; his 
life would be of little worth if his hopes were known, but his 
hopes shaped his life. 

When about twenty years of age David stepped from the 
field of peace to the field of strife. The Philistines invaded the 
territory of Judah and challenged the Hebrews to combat, camp 
was pitched near Shochoh (Shuweikeh) on the west side of the 
vallev, Saul encamped on the east side. Day after day a Philis- 
tine giant came to the edge of the ravine and challenged the 
Jews to single combat ; no one dare accept the challenge ; dur- 
ing this time David is sent down to camp with food for his 
brothers ; he hears the taunt of the heathen, is stirred to accept 
the challenge, descends to the bottom of the ravine, climbs the 
opposite side, and stands before the champion of heathenism 
armed only with a sling and stones, but energized by faith in the 
God of Israel ; a swift prayer to Jehovah, a full surrender to 
Jehovah, and the stone of the shepherd lad silences the boast of 
godless brute force. The beginning of public life is the end of 
private peace ; the boyhood of David ended with the life of the 
giant ; the manhood of David was but the ripe fruitage of his 
boyhood. The pastures are the background of the Phalms, the 
disciplined purity of boyhood works out in the victories of man- 
hood. 
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